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7Q&A
One story about your time
in City Court said this: “He
quickly learned to tell the dif-
ference between a hardened
criminal who will understand
nothing but a jail cell and a
young offender whose life can
be righted by a judge’s enlight-
ened decision.” How did you
learn to do this? 
I was very concerned
about young people. I didn’t
want to get them hung up in
the system as repeat offenders.
So I spent a lot of time trying
to figure out, No. 1, what got
them there, and then let’s see if
we can work to change it so
this is a one-time experience
with the system. You can actu-
ally save that person’s life. 
I didn’t ever want that
young person to get a taste of
jail. For the average kid com-
ing out of the inner city, it’s
like old hometown week
when they get there. Their
buddies are there. I never
wanted them to get that expe-
rience. So I worked hard to
keep the fear of incarceration
in their mind. 
What were your cam-
paigns for judgeships like? 
You have to go out and
meet the people. In fact, that
was one of my problems
when I ran for the Supreme
Court in 1978. I went to three
or four of the political agen-
cies and they were telling me
not to put my pictures on
signs, not to go on television,
and I’m thinking, how am I
going to get elected? You can’t
sell someone something that’s
in a paper bag and you never
show what it is. I wound up
getting an agency person out
of Toronto who ran my cam-
paign, and we went on televi-
sion and I went to all these
places and I met all these peo-
ple. I had to run in the eight
counties of Western New
York. And in 1978, there were
10 candidates running, five to
be elected, I ran No. 1 ahead of
all of them.
Some have called your
election to the Supreme Court
and your appointment to the
Appellate Division “historic”
in terms of racial achieve-
ment. Did you have any sense
that you were paving the way
for other African-American
judges? 
I’m sure subconsciously I
thought about that. To be suc-
cessful in the legal profession,
just like in the medical profes-
sion, you have to be at the top
of your trade. You had to
work hard to make sure that
you understood the law, that
you knew the law, that you
could compete. I felt that by
doing that, that was going to
speak a lot louder. Then when
they see that you are a minori-
ty, that’s icing on the cake. 
You need the great mind,
but you also need people with
human experiences. People
who understand people, who
care for people – those are the
ones who make the best
judges. 
You’ve said you wanted to
be a lawyer because it was a
way to become an FBI agent.
Was there something that
happened in law school that
changed your career path?
At that time there were a
few books coming out about
how spectacular and daring
the FBI was. But little did I
know at the time that I 
couldn’t become an FBI agent
anyway, because they didn’t
have any black agents. When I
came out of law school, I 
wasn’t going to do criminal
work. But then some people I
knew were getting in trouble
and I’d go over and appear for
them, and pretty soon I start-
ed getting good at it. I more or
less switched my area to the
criminal, and my partners
could do the civil. I built up
quite a practice. We were the
Cellino & Barnes of civil prac-
tice back in those days, but
you couldn’t advertise. 
You were in a mostly white,
mostly male class at UB Law
School. Did you feel welcome
there? What was the social 
experience like? 
I enjoyed every minute of
it because I wanted to become
a lawyer. But I was the only
black in the whole school. I
couldn’t get into any of the
study groups. One of the pro-
fessors wound up finding a
person for me. This guy was
pretty much on the outs be-
cause he was pretty far on the
left politically and no one else
wanted to deal with him. He
became my study partner.
You’ve maintained close
ties with the Law School for a
long time. Can you talk about
why, and about what you
think the Law School means to
the legal community here and
elsewhere?
The Law School means
everything to the community
because most of the top
lawyers around here
went to SUNY Buffa-
lo Law. We have oth-
er lawyers who
went to some of
the high-priced
schools, and the
Buffalo lawyers are
just as good or
even better. In fact,
we hire lots of law
students every year
at the appellate di-
vision. 
What else do you
want to say about this
stage of your life?
It’s been a great
run. And I look for-
ward to some
more good
years doing
some media-
tion or what-
ever else I do.
Summary judgment
Justice Sam Green ’67 reflects on 
a distinguished career on the bench
For him and for the Western New York legal community, it’s odd not having SamuelL. Green ’67 on the bench. Following five years in private practice, in 1973 Green wasappointed and then elected a judge on Buffalo City Court; in 1978 he was elected to
the state Supreme Court; and in 1983 Gov. Mario Cuomo appointed him to the Appellate Di-
vision, Fourth Department, sitting in Rochester. He held that post for 38 years before his retire-
ment at the end of 2011.
SUNY Buffalo Law Forumvisited Justice Green in the well-appointed waterfront home he
shares with his wife, Ernestine, and a much-loved dog named Precious. 
For a full transcript of this interview with Justice Green, visit www.law.buffalo.edu/forum/extra.asp
      
